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AbstrAct
This article examines the relationship between social 
movements’ digital democratic innovations and political 
parties through a case study based on the involvement 
of 15M activists in the creation and development of new 
political parties in Spain. By analyzing the impact of cer-
tain technological activist groups on the implementation 
of the movement’s demands in terms of mechanisms of 
participation and deliberation in the new parties through 
the use of digital technologies, we aim to evaluate the 
activists’ contribution to the transformation of formal poli-
tics and the deepening of democracy. In this sense, we 
explore the role of so-called ‘tech activists’ as mediators 
of political participation, and the digital repertoire of ac-
tion they use. Sources used include various documents 
and websites as well as interviews with key informants 
and notes from participant observation in meetings and 
assemblies.
Keywords
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resumen
Este artículo analiza las innovaciones democráticas 
provenientes del campo de los movimientos sociales y 
su relación con los partidos políticos a partir de un caso 
de estudio centrado en la participación de activistas del 
15M en la creación y el desarrollo de nuevos partidos 
políticos en España. Nuestra intención es evaluar la 
aportación de los activistas a la transformación de la 
política formal y la profundización de la democracia a 
través del análisis del impacto de determinados grupos 
en la implementación de las demandas del movimiento 
en forma de mecanismos digitales de participación y 
deliberación en los nuevos partidos. En este sentido, 
el artículo explora el papel de los llamados ‘activistas 
tecnológicos’ como mediadores de la participación polí-
tica y el repertorio digital de acción empleado por ellos. 
Las fuentes analizadas incluyen diversos documentos 
y páginas web, entrevistas a informantes clave y la ob-
servación participante de reuniones y asambleas.
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Innovaciones Democráticas; Movimientos de Protesta; 
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Social movements and democratization processes 
influence one another. On the one hand, “democra-
tization in itself promotes formation and prolifera-
tion of social movements” (Tilly 2004: 137). On the 
other hand, as pointed out by Talpin (2015), social 
movements foster the democratization of society by 
introducing participation mechanisms and the crea-
tion of new political institutions. Thus, the relationship 
between social movements and the phenomena of 
‘democratic deepening’ is an important issue in the 
study of collective action, and it deserves in-depth 
scrutiny (della Porta 2014). This article evaluates 
the impact of social movements in the contemporary 
democratic system by analyzing recent democratic 
innovations implemented by Spanish institutions as 
a response to the mobilization of the so-called indig-
nados, or 15M movement, which emerged in Spain 
in May 2011. By “democratic innovations,” we refer 
to new practices that are being tested in order to pro-
mote participation and democratic deliberation. More 
specifically, this article enquires into the role played 
by technological activists in the adoption of these in-
novations by new parties and institutions (city coun-
cils) emerging after the protest cycle.
The Internet has multiplied the ways of influenc-
ing public opinion and policymaking, and at the same 
time has given civil society unheard-of possibilities 
for coordination and mobilization (Calderaro and 
Kavada 2013; Earl and Kimport 2011). Social move-
ment scholars have been active in the analysis of the 
impact of new technologies on organized civil action 
and social movements. Many of these studies focus 
on online participation (Anduiza et al. 2010), on the 
redefinition of typologies of participation/commitment 
(Ekman and Amnå 2009), and on theoretical debates 
about the efficacy of “digital mobilization” (Bennett 
et al. 2008; 2011). Some areas, however, have re-
ceived little attention to date, such as the role played 
by new technologies in the institutionalization of so-
cial movements. This article examines the relation-
ship between social movements and political parties 
through a case study based on the involvement of 
15M activists in the creation and development of new 
political parties in Spain. By analyzing the impact of 
certain activist groups on the implementation of the 
movement’s demands in terms of mechanisms of 
participation and deliberation in the new parties and 
institutions through the use of digital technologies, 
we aim to evaluate the activists’ contribution to the 
transformation of formal politics and the deepening 
of democracy. In this sense, we explore the role of 
so-called ‘grassroots tech activists’ (Hintz and Milan 
2009) as mediators of political participation, and the 
digital repertoire of action they use to develop demo-
cratic innovations. What role do technological activ-
ists play in transmitting the democratic demands of 
social movements? How much do they intervene in 
the institutional implementation of democratic inno-
vations? The answers to these questions can help 
us to situate the Spanish example in a wider con-
text. Our hypothesis is that the involvement of this 
kind of activist in Spanish political parties may reduce 
the distance between a discourse which stresses the 
democratic potential of new technologies and the 
real impact of these technologies on social change, 
as observed in other recently-created European par-
ties which have, in principle, a similar outlook on ICT 
(Treré and Barassi 2015). In order to achieve this 
aim, we will analyze the impact of tech activism in 
new movement-parties with different scope and na-
ture: a national-wide traditional party (Podemos) and 
several electoral coalitions at the local level (Ahora 
Madrid, Barcelona en Comú, Zaragoza en Común).
sociAl movements And democrAtizAtion
One of the top (if not the main) goals of social 
movements has been to develop new concepts of de-
mocracy (della Porta and Diani 2006: 239). Activists 
have participated in the creation of open public fora 
in which to experiment with alternative democratic 
models. The new social movements that emerged, 
largely in Europe, in the 1970s and 1980s, revivified 
and updated a concept of direct democracy that, to 
some extent, originated in the Anarchist tradition. Di-
rect democracy of assemblies and councils emerged 
as an alternative to the liberal concept of democ-
racy and to Socialist- or Catholic-inspired organized 
democracy (Kitschelt 1986; 1993). The following 
transnational wave of protest led, at the turn of the 
millennium, by the movement for global justice, prac-
ticed a new concept of deliberative democracy: an 
“organizational culture” based on diversity, subjec-
tivity, transparency, constructive open confrontation 
aimed at the construction of common grounds, and 
“ideological contamination” beyond dogmatism (della 
Porta 2005a; 2005b).1
Throughout history, political institutions – not 
without delays, complications and setbacks – have 
adopted new mechanisms of participation, delibera-
tion and decision-making, partially in response to the 
demands posed by social movements (Kriesi and 
Wisler 1999; Polletta 2002; Smith 2009; Talpin 2015). 
The participative budget passed in the Brazilian city 
of Porto Alegre in the late 1980s is a clear example 
of this. The local government designed the budget in 
accordance with the demands posed by civil society 
through neighborhood associations. Over time, this 
innovation expanded to other cities in Brazil and else-
where (Sintomer, Herbeg and Röcke 2008; Ganuza 
and Baiocchi 2012). Participative budgets are a com-
mon participative mechanism worldwide, including 
in some Spanish cities. Porto Alegre also became 
a symbol of a new movement for global justice in 
2001, with the celebration of the first edition of the 
World Social Forum, which was promoted by several 
civil society groups and organizations. The meeting 
was sponsored by the local government, held by the 
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Workers’ Party. Porto Alegre was also the seat of the 
second and third editions, after which the forum start-
ed traveling to other cities.
In a way, the participative innovations that are cur-
rently making their way into Spanish institutions (see 
below for examples), have been “cooking” for some 
time. They were already present in previous waves 
of mobilization, but did not fully crystallize until the re-
cent protest cycle. The post-2010 transnational protest 
wave has significant continuities with alter-globaliza-
tion movements (Romanos 2013; Flesher Fominaya 
2014a). In their protests and networks, the indignados 
show a strong commitment with the model of empow-
ered deliberative democracy practiced by the alter-
globalization movement, which they updated with a 
relatively novel concept of organizational inclusiveness 
directed at potential participants and the transforma-
tion of public spaces into open, empathic arenas (Ro-
manos 2016). They brought practices of deliberative 
democracy out into public squares (Corsin and Estalel-
la 2011), where passers-by were invited to join in. This 
implies a change in movement orientation towards the 
ordinary people outside the gatherings rather than on 
the activities of those internal to these. The indignados 
strove to build a movement of ‘anyone’ based on an 
extremely inclusive ‘we’ that aimed to go beyond ideo-
logical or partisan affiliations and the auto-referential 
dynamics, organizational forms, discourses, and iden-
tities of traditional social movements.
Spanish indignados furnish their democratic 
practices with a “well-founded critique of traditional 
leadership and representative forms of political ac-
tion” (Espinoza Pino 2013: 230) in a context of grave 
economic and political crisis. The following section 
will introduce the sociopolitical context, especially 
concerning the criticisms and democratic demands 
posed by the indignados, the (lack of) response of 
institutions, and the eventual emergence of electoral 
alternatives with the creation of new political parties. 
We shall then discuss the participative and demo-
cratic innovations introduced by some digital practic-
es and the role of grassroots technological activists 
as disseminators or links between social movements 
and political parties. This will be followed by the anal-
ysis of experiences and interpretations as expressed 
in a series of in-depth interviews with several techno-
logical activists who participated in the Spanish 15M 
and, subsequently, in the creation and development 
of new political parties. As a result, we shall indicate 
important factors in the transition of democratic in-
novations from social movements to political parties.
economic crisis, democrAtic deficit And 
PArticiPAtive innovAtions
Although democratic innovations result from suc-
cessive mobilization cycles, these proliferate in peri-
ods when the legitimacy of the system of government 
comes under question (Kriesi and Wisler 1999; Talpin 
2015). It is for this reason that they cannot proliferate 
unless certain conditions prevail. In the context of the 
Great Recession, the Spanish population regarded 
political responses as inadequate (della Porta et al. 
2016). A large proportion of the Spanish population 
also perceived the democratic system as deficient, 
and these people demanded a (new) political sys-
tem in which citizens could become more involved 
in decision-making processes (Font et al. 2012; Font 
and Alarcón 2012). Even more than the economic cri-
sis, the many cases of corruption and the deficits of 
the democratic system seem to be the main motives 
for participation in the indignados movement (Redes, 
Movimientos y Tecnopolítica 2014; cf. Likki 2012). 
Unlike previous protests, in which the quality of the 
democratic system was not such a prominent issue, 
participants in the new movement have underlined the 
need for more, and more efficient, political participa-
tion and deliberation channels. Perhaps for this rea-
son, organizational and participative innovations pro-
posed by the indignados went beyond expectations 
and have been accepted by the institutions more eas-
ily than predicted. Their demands were also related to 
the degree of control that the economic structures ex-
ercise over political decision-making (as for example, 
in the motto “there is no democracy if the markets rule 
over us”). The activists have identified austerity poli-
cies with the absence of democracy (and sovereign-
ty). In addition, corruption (the main concern among 
Spanish citizens, according to the Centro de Investi-
gaciones Sociológicas’ opinion polls) is regarded as 
the product of a democratic system whose control 
mechanisms are weak, and of a political system that 
has encouraged the enrichment of some politicians to 
the detriment of the living conditions of the majority. 
Slogans such as “they don’t represent us” or “they call 
it a democracy, but it isn’t” were used to criticize the 
democratic model established during the Transition, 
which was then perceived as a “low-intensity democ-
racy” (Arribas 2015): a system whereby elites fight to 
safeguard the privileged position of the main political 
parties and trade unions while limiting the participa-
tion channels of civil society.
As with anti-austerity contention in Latin America 
(Roberts 2014), consensus among the major parties 
with respect to the neoliberal reforms implemented 
during the crisis found strong criticism in the streets 
in the Spanish case.2 The indignados sustained a 
strong critique of these parties and the party sys-
tem “which supported austerity measures and has 
not taken care of citizen needs in the wake of the 
crisis, instead using public money to socialize pri-
vate banking debt” (Flesher Fominaya 2014b). The 
1978 Constitution embodied a representative gov-
ernment model based on a two-party system, politi-
cal alternation, a decentralized territorial structure, 
and an electoral system that favored the formation 
of parliamentary majorities and strong and stable 
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governments (Gunther, Montero and Botella 2004; 
Laiz 2002). This institutional design gave prece-
dence to the executive power over the legislative, 
and imposed severe limitations on direct democracy 
mechanisms (Jiménez 2007). In fact, “Policy priori-
ties were mainly defined by the prime minister’s in-
ner core [while] weak parliamentarianism inhibited 
the development of regular and institutionalized links 
between parties and [organized] civil society, weak-
ening, in the long term, both parties and voluntary 
associations” (Fernandes 2014: 15). The political 
elites designed an institutional framework that iso-
lated representatives from the direct social pressure 
of protest movements in a political context of social 
effervescence, the atomization of parties, and strong 
resistance from the right and the army to the moves 
that were being made to leave Franco’s dictatorship 
behind. Moreover, Spanish authorities pay little or 
no attention to street protests, ignoring the numbers 
and concerns of protesters. This applies to both 
conservative and progressive political parties, and 
the same attitude is projected through mass media 
(Fishman 2011; Sampedro 1997; Asens 2004). 
Roberts (2014) shows that in Latin American coun-
tries “where center-left or labor-based populist parties 
played a major role in the process of structural ad-
justment … a sequel of explosive social protest that 
directly or indirectly toppled presidents, led to partial 
or complete party system breakdowns, and [in some 
cases] ushered in the election of an anti-system pop-
ulist figure or a new movement party of the left”. In 
Spain, where a center-left party “voluntarily” initiated 
the implementation of neoliberal policies (i.e., under 
the pressure of supranational European institutions) 
in the context of financial crisis, the contentious cycle 
has so far been partially similar. The decline in the 
protest cycle has coincided with the emergence of 
new political parties which are, in one way or anoth-
er, related to the 15M (Jerez, D’Antonio and Maestu 
2015; Lobera 2015; Marzolf and Ganuza 2016). The 
best known of these is Podemos (We Can), which in 
May 2014, only three months after its foundation, had 
an unprecedented electoral success: it attracted 1.2 
million votes and gained five MPs in the elections for 
the European Parliament. Essentially, the party lead-
ers seized the opportunity presented by the structural 
changes resulting from the economic and political 
crisis and created their own political party. The party 
has reacted to the emotions of the public in order to 
transform the wave of indignation connected with the 
15M movement into excitement for political change 
via the electoral process. 
Elections affect social movements in many differ-
ent ways, also by altering the opportunity structure 
(Heaney 2013). As elections draw nearer, activists 
show an increasing tendency to resort to the elec-
toral mechanism to channel their demands (Blee and 
Currier 2006). In this regard, the 15M movement has 
followed the pattern. The 15M emerged a week be-
fore the 2011 local and regional elections. Four years 
later, many activists have regarded the new electoral 
cycle (local and regional elections in May 2015, and 
general elections in December of the same year) as 
the opening of a window of opportunity which may 
counterbalance the lack of political response prompt-
ed by the previous protest cycle. This comes on top 
of the effects of the 2014 European elections and 
their surprising outcome for Podemos, which seems 
to have affected the activists’ perception of the pos-
sibilities of accessing political power through institu-
tional channels that are already in place.
After building a strong critique of the dominant 
concept of democracy, and experimenting with novel 
concepts of democracy in the streets, the incipient in-
stitutionalization of the movement in a number of new 
political parties (Podemos, Ganemos, Partido X, etc.) 
marked the start of a new phase in the development 
of the notion of democracy within the protest cycle. 
This institutionalization is somewhat surprising, given 
the activists’ poor opinion of traditional political par-
ties and, in general, the current system of political 
representation. In this regard, one of the results of the 
2011 protests appears to have been the emergence 
of new ways of articulating the relationship between 
social movements and political parties. In some ways, 
we are now presented with a movement-party within 
which the evolution of one form of collective action 
into another may be observed. The new technologies 
seemed to have played a significant role in this evolu-
tion (Jerez, D’Antonio and Maestu 2015). The exten-
sive use of digital tools, which encourage participa-
tion and deliberation in the creation and development 
of these new parties, in some ways reproduced es-
sential values and practices of the movement, thus 
facilitating the identification between the 15M activ-
ists and the parties. The use of these digital tools has 
been accompanied by the development of a certain 
technophilic frame that stresses the potential of new 
technologies for democratic deepening. The frame 
developed by post-15M parties illustrates a new con-
cept of representation. The classic, delegated politi-
cal representation is abandoned in favor of a distrib-
uted representation model (decentralized networks 
are used as a vehicle for the representation of the 
citizens). Deliberative and distributed representation 
models, which the Internet has made possible, are 
like horizontal, assembly based schemes in which 
the process of consultation is permanent – a sort of 
constant referendum (Gimmler 2001). A technologi-
cal imaginary, according to which digital networks are 
regarded as invisible hands working to put together 
different opinions in a coherent and efficient manner, 
is therefore essential. We could even say that decen-
tralized digital networks “simulate” a real democracy; 
this is indeed the opinion of activists, who regard this 
simulacrum as a political experiment with real value 
(Romanos and Sádaba 2015).
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digitAl PArticiPAtion And tech-Activists 
The penetration of the internet and digital tech-
nologies has redefined many of the classical politi-
cal participation models. Some of the most innova-
tive recent forms of collective action derived from 
the use of online communication tools (Vissers and 
Stolle 2013). Beyond the question concerning the 
actual degree of engagement that these mecha-
nisms imply, digital media have created new action 
repertoires and ground-breaking intervention mod-
els (Van Laer and Van Aelst 2008). Some of these 
could directly qualify as democratic innovations, as 
they have played an unprecedented role in fostering 
deliberative democratic processes, debate, interac-
tion and decision-making. The Internet has proven 
to be the natural environment of traditional collective 
action mechanisms (signature collection, donations, 
debate, decision-making, collaborative writing, etc.), 
the potential of which is thus realized. Van Laer and 
Van Aelst (2008: 1149) have typified these actions, 
including concepts such as culture jamming, protest 
website/alternative media, email bomb/virtual sit-ins, 
online petitions, monetary donations, consumer be-
havior, hacktivism, etc., and have pointed out that 
these activities cannot expand indefinitely.
The focus of this article is the issue of how these 
activities move from social movements to institutions, 
and to political parties. In a way, we might say that 
some of the participative mechanisms and action 
repertoires that pertain to social movements enter, 
as democratic innovations, the area of conventional 
politics. New political parties, and to some extent 
the institutions – local and national – have adapted 
and assumed some of the demands posed, and the 
methods developed, by social movements (Buss, 
Redburn and Guo 2007). All direct, deliberative or 
digital democratic processes developed as a follow-
up from the social movement to the political party 
can therefore be understood in this light (Newton and 
Geissel 2011).
Specifically, the internet is particularly well suited 
for experimentation with distributed, anonymous, hor-
izontal and massive forms of interaction and commu-
nication. The web has thus become the ideal arena 
for testing deliberative democracy models (Witschge 
2004). Digital networks, understood as a new form of 
public forum, can compensate for the shortcomings 
of traditional representative democracy (Dahlberg 
and Shiapera 2007). Some online deliberative prac-
tices (discussion, debate, polls, collaborative filtering 
of proposals, etc.), when they are binding, become 
processes of radical democracy.
At any rate, some of these online communication 
channels were not taken up by the public spontane-
ously, but became popular as a result of the work of 
grassroots tech-activists (Hintz and Milan 2009). In 
our opinion, these tech-activists also played a crucial 
role in the transference of some of the digital demo-
cratic innovations related to 15M to the political par-
ties and institutions. In recent times, hackers and 
other activists with expertise in digital media have 
gone a long way in realizing the potential of computer 
networks in fostering social and political change. This 
article focuses on the role played by tech activists in 
the diffusion of democratic innovations and their bro-
kerage between social movements and political par-
ties, in this case, between the 15M movement and the 
emerging parties and city councils. In our view, they 
have played an important role in connecting these 
different phenomena and in disseminating and im-
plementing certain digital participation mechanisms. 
It has been discovered that many of the political ex-
periments in deep democracy were supported by a 
relevant social group which lobbied, disseminated 
and activated these democratic proposals (Buss, 
Redburn and Guo 2007). This article will concentrate 
on the role played by certain experts in technologi-
cal activism (Mora 2014) and how they have contrib-
uted to prolonging the effects of the mobilization cycle 
through the new political parties (Podemos, “council 
platforms”3) and the implementation of new online ex-
periments in deliberative democracy. Chi et al. (2010) 
have pointed out some keys to understanding “tech-
nology-mediated social participation” (TMSP), such 
as the context of social or political participation, the 
role of people as social agents, and the participation-
enabling tools. This article will develop other analytical 
dimensions concerning the process of transference of 
democratic innovations from post-15M collective ac-
tion to political parties and institutions.
methodology And emPiricAl AnAlysis
The methodology of this article was specifically 
designed to illustrate empirically and verify the afore-
mentioned working hypothesis. The investigation has 
been chiefly qualitative in nature (Denzin and Lincon 
2005), including the review of relevant bibliography 
and other sources (manifestos, writings, news, inter-
views, statements) concerning the social movements 
and the political parties under scrutiny. This allowed 
for the definition of the hypothesis and its theoretical 
framework.
This is followed by a series of in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with different persons involved 
in groups of communication and participation or tech-
activism (Brinkmann and Kvale 2014). In order to 
meet qualitative structural sampling criteria, we have 
attempted to cover all relevant discursive spaces by 
taking several variables into account. Firstly, we tried 
to interview members of a number of political parties 
(Podemos, Ahora Madrid/Plataformas municipalistas 
and Partido X), and secondly, people with different 
technical skills and different participation profiles 
(some were more closely involved in social activism 
and others in political parties). It must be noticed that 
RIS  [online] 2016, 74 (4), e048. REVISTA INTERNACIONAL DE SOCIOLOGÍA. ISSN-L: 0034-9712 
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/ris.2016.74.4.048
6 . EDUARDO ROMANOS AND IGOR SÁDABA
“I am but a satellite … we started using tools in order 
to foster participation processes … and that’s where 
I took a bit of a more active role.” (Interview, Ahora 
Madrid)
“In Ahora Madrid we don’t do much as a group, other 
than going to meetings and talking about our experi-
ence with the tools that we’ve been using to date.” 
(Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
Yet, these outside/inside positions also reflect the 
self-regard of the tech-activist as a link between dif-
ferent groups. The idea of the hacker as broker (or 
“civic hackers” [Townsend 2013]) is particularly im-
portant for a full understanding of recent democratic 
innovations, as these activists have played a basic 
role as connectors and facilitators between different 
groups, collectives and trends. To an extent, they 
have been the key variable in the institutional devel-
opment of democratic innovations. They not only use 
these tools very actively, but have a catalyzing effect 
in mobilizing others to do so (Talpin 2015). The tech 
activists under review here play this role: they invite 
others to evaluate digital tools and suggest ways to 
improve them, facilitating participation towards dem-
ocratic innovations. Their status within their parties of 
reference can therefore go from that of an external 
collaborator (“reserve structures” [Tarrow 2011: 240]) 
to that of full membership:
“My role has been to wipe fears away, to create a 
pad or set up streaming, as tech-activist, promoter 
and motivator. Give them what they need, the tool. A 
facilitator. We have also been mediators between dif-
ferent generations, with different levels of computer 
literacy. I see myself as a disseminator, not only of 
collaborative technology, but of a collaborative cul-
ture. I don’t think we’d have got so far without that” 
(Interview, Partido X/Zaragoza en Común)
“We wanted to be middlemen between developers 
and needs in political spaces, in participation spaces 
for many groups related to 15M” (Interview, Podem-
os/Ahora Madrid)
“The tech-activists are not the important thing; the 
important thing is the internet, and there the tech-ac-
tivists have a very important role to play. They are not 
more committed than others; it is just that they know 
the tools better” (Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid - 
city council)
Control/Institutionalism: Although digital par-
ticipation is part of all 15M-related parties, not all 
of them use it in the same way. Specifically, in 
some cases these democratic innovations have 
been incorporated into conventional politics as an 
institutionalized tool, while in others the tools ema-
nate directly from the citizen-base and escape the 
control of political parties.6 These parties emerged 
from horizontal, assembly based movements, and 
thus the arrival of online participation tools in the 
area occupied by political parties generates ten-
sions, which each of these parties have solved in 
their own way (Heaney and Rojas 2015 demon-
most of the tech-activists have participated in more 
than one post-15M political party (and some are even 
currently working at city councils). Participants were 
not differentiated on the basis of age or gender, as 
these were deemed to be non-relevant variables for 
the issue in hand. Owing to this structural and quali-
tative empirical design, sample saturation is fulfilled 
and guaranteed (Mason 2010). Twelve interviews 
were carried out in total, in Madrid and Barcelona, 
between October 2014 and January 2016. In order 
to avoid repetition, we have selected the most repre-
sentative extracts from a few of the interviews.
Finally, this was complemented with our participa-
tion in six sessions of ethnography and participant 
observation (between September and December 
2015) of BetaDemic, which is an analysis and study 
group composed by different experts and activists, 
including grassroots tech activists. This group was 
formed after the launch of a deliberative portal Ma-
dridDecide by the Madrid City Council (governed by 
Ahora Madrid).4 Our presence at these meetings and 
the open session celebrated in Medialab in Decem-
ber 2015 supplemented, and contributed to shaping 
our interpretation of, the data collected previously.5 
The field notes helped us to design and analyze the 
in-depth interviews.
the discourse(s) of democrAtic innovAtion
The transcription of the interviews was subject to 
critical discourse analysis (Wodak and Meyer 2009) in 
order to reveal the meanings shared by tech-activists. 
We were particularly interested in establishing the im-
aginaries and discourses that give meaning to their 
position with regard to the democratic innovations 
proposed and the forms of participation that link social 
movements and institutions. The interviews aimed to 
reveal how the democratic innovations pressed from 
15M have been assimilated by the institutional estab-
lishment and how they interact with collective action. 
We have categorized these discourses under five 
headings, which allows for the analytical interpretation 
of similarities and differences concerning: the status of 
these activists with regard to the party; the extension, 
the timing and the control of democratic innovations; 
and the frames regarding their implementation.
Status: The interviewees present a different level 
of engagement with their party of reference. Some 
of them define themselves as external and circum-
stantial collaborators, while others have entered the 
institutions as members of the parties. This links with 
the distinction between “manifest participation” and 
“latent participation” (Ekman and Amnå 2009). The 
position of the tech-activists with regard to their par-
ties determines, to an extent, the scale of their im-
pact. The external/internal positions of activists were 
often referred to during the interviews, with expres-
sions such as “external collaborator” or “satellite”:
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strate this with regards to the relationship between 
the anti-war movement and the Democratic Party). 
In order to explain the assimilation of participative 
mechanisms, activists do not insist so much on the 
outside/inside theme as on the up/down idea (“The 
ascent to the institutions led by Podemos is from the 
top down, and I prefer one that goes from the bot-
tom up” [Interview, Ahora Madrid]).
More specifically, the interviews reveal a clear di-
vision about where these democratic innovations fit. 
While some think that they should follow the norms 
and decisions taken by the political parties (that is, 
the central party committees and assemblies), oth-
ers think that, as they are a tool in the hands of the 
citizens (even if they are not members of the party), 
they must be the ones to set the rules.
“Podemos wanted to exercise some control over the 
process, to supervise closely where the process was 
heading to, while Ganemos wanted to exploit the 
possibilities more fully … That was a point of conten-
tion. Ganemos accepts political parties, but only if the 
citizens have a voice within them.” (Interview, Ahora 
Madrid)
“At the start working with Podemos was quite impro-
vised; whatever we suggested they’d reply ‘yes, go 
for it’, we had total freedom of action … We reached 
an agreement in Labodemo,7 which was later run 
past the Citizen Council,8 and sometimes this meant 
that not everything was approved, which was the 
cause of some friction … whenever we wanted to 
do something that did not agree with the strategy of 
Podemos.” (Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
“At the beginning [in the Participation Area of Podem-
os] it was great, because everything was starting. It 
was all green pastures with no barriers anywhere. I 
really enjoyed myself during those first few months. 
Later... (puffs)...” (Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid 
- city council)
“At that time there were no structures. We improvised 
everything. We had total access to social networks. 
Half the traffic of Loomio worldwide had to do with 
Podemos. It was a really special time” (Interview, 
Equo/Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
The up/down notions are related to the idea of go-
ing beyond the traditional boundaries of institutions. It 
is in this regard interesting to note that the democrat-
ic innovations seem to overflow the institutional party 
limits, and are always a source of frictions, despite all 
the efforts to incorporate them smoothly into the top 
decision-making levels. This idea is expressed by all 
interviewees, who stress the difference between the 
logic behind participation and party dynamics:
“Digital practices are seen by Ahora Madrid with some 
unease when it comes to ratifying processes; it is a 
matter of control … the question of how these tools 
overflow does not follow the outline of party bounda-
ries … For example, regarding coalition agreements, 
some people look at these tools with utter horror …” 
(Interview, Ahora Madrid)
“From a certain point, freedom of action was some-
what curtailed, perhaps because they feared the 
fragmentation of Podemos. It doesn’t matter if the 
majority vote for basic income, because that cannot 
be defended on television. People lose trust and the 
group loses cohesion; internal conflict begins. The 
question was whether to open up participation further 
or to narrow it down. The fear. My stress ended with 
the emergence of Ahora Madrid.” (Interview, Podem-
os/Ahora Madrid - city council)
“There was an inflection point … a moment when we 
asked ourselves, are we Labodemo or Podemos? 
Disagreements soon emerged and things were left 
clear … The debate was hot because Plaza Podemos 
could not be controlled. We pressed to make the deci-
sions of Plaza Podemos binding for the party, to give it 
a strong role. Negotiations were hard. Finally the idea 
was accepted, but the quorum was so high (10% of all 
members) that it was impossible to reach. A mecha-
nism of binding direct democracy was lost, a bit. And 
that’s when we left Podemos. We started feeling like 
we were trying to hack Podemos. We tried to open it 
up, but we were too few. The negotiations were pretty 
stiff” (Interview, Equo/Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
Extension: Tech-activists believe that the scope of 
use of each tool can vary widely, from strictly instru-
mental uses to incorporation into the organization’s 
strategy. In some cases, democratic innovations have 
only been assumed as a temporary complement, but 
for others they are organic elements which are central 
for the operation of the organization. This would seem 
to be the target, but it is still far from being achieved.
“There we wanted to valorize digital participation 
tools … Everyone agreed that they were important, 
but no one was valorizing them. They were a shared 
value, a tool like environmentalism or feminism … but 
there was no clear direction … The process had to 
be started from scratch … We had to awaken con-
sciences.” (Interview, Ahora Madrid)
In response to the instrumental, and tendentious, 
use that some were making of these tools, parallel 
organizations, which had technology at their core, 
soon emerged:
“Technology is Partido X’s DNA … Partido X is un-
thinkable without technology. Zaragoza en Común 
and Podemos make a more instrumental use of 
technology. The old political parties use technologies 
because they have no option.” (Interview, Partido X/
Zaragoza en Común)
The limitations to the scope of digital participation 
and online democratic innovations are part of the 
(generational) digital divide, which is also reflected 
in the conflict between social movement and party:
“At first nobody saw this as a problem … when Ahora 
Madrid won and the process started getting bigger, 
the digital divide issue materialized again, the is-
sue of legitimacy … a conflict between using digital 
tools for democracy and the use of from the bottom 
up methods … Some people felt threatened by this.” 
(Interview, Ahora Madrid)
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“As a participation group, we filed a proposal, a small 
memo on the organization of Podemos and digital 
participation. We called it Iniciativas Ciudadanas 
Podemos, a space for suggestions and debate, 
where proposals could be submitted and voted (the 
vote was binding). This was approved; it was one of 
the things that the Citizen Council passed, but we 
had to fight hard for it.” (Interview, Podemos/Ahora 
Madrid - city council)9
“There is a sector, [coming] from neighborhood asso-
ciations, which is closed to society and to the digital 
media. Municipal movements want participation, but 
they come from a limited traditional approach. Some 
participation policies are out of date and out of touch 
with the internet, but they gain power easily.” (Inter-
view, Equo/Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
The forecast is that the movement will grow gradu-
ally but without limits, impregnating society with their 
own values.
“Digital activism or hacktivism existed before, but this 
has been a turning point. Now the whole of society 
knows about it. Before we were just a few nutters, but 
now we are many more. Now it has been proven to 
work, that it is instantaneous and that there is an ide-
ology behind it. It has penetrated society through the 
social movements.” (Interview, Partido X/Zaragoza 
en Común)
“Our activity is now focused not so much on changing 
the council but on extending this movement to other 
places. Beforehand, all the efforts were directed at 
getting people involved, but now we have moved on. 
Now it is not about starting constitutional processes. 
Now we are thinking how to change society through 
massive participation processes within the institutions” 
(Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid - city council)
“We are trying to reinforce this idea within Municipal-
ism. Everywhere. But we still fall short in many things. 
We are lacking in books, intellectuals, strategies, dis-
courses. We must prove that it can work, with exam-
ples like Madrid. We need this to be solid, and work 
in Madrid. It is a growing trend worldwide. We want to 
change politics that way” (Interview, Equo/Podemos/
Ahora Madrid)
Timing: Almost all interviewees trace back the 
origin of the current political cycle to 15M. Although 
some earlier references also appear (including the 
Transition to democracy and Franco’s Spain), 15M 
is the starting point for the new relationship between 
technological and political activism (Fuster 2012; 
Postill 2014; Monterde 2015). It is interesting to note 
that according to the activists’ narratives, democrat-
ic innovation always comes from the field of social 
movements and unconventional collective action. The 
references to the origin of the indignados movement 
are frequent. From there, a chronological narrative 
unfolds in which the relationship of technology and 
politics over time is examined. It is as though a causal 
relation existed between the evolution of the new par-
ties and the use that they make of digital participation 
tools. In the case of Ganemos this is particularly clear:
“Mailing lists were the continuation of assemblies and 
meetings … Information was gathered online and 
suggestions were collected. This was turned into a 
map, mapa.ganemos.info; I am not sure if it is still up 
… Later we continued giving support with a web, but 
it was not very interactive. The first example of digital 
participation was with regard to the issue of the politi-
cal support, the ratification of the process.” (Interview, 
Ahora Madrid)
In many cases, this mediated social action attract-
ed members from other parties:
“What attracted me to Partido X was not so much the 
use it made of technology, but that the usual prob-
lems were solved through technology in a flexible 
way which was open to new ideas; it was pragmatic 
and open to collaboration, to distribute tasks, etc.” 
(Interview, Partido X/Zaragoza en Común)
Podemos was perhaps the most precocious in 
showing how some of these tools were being incor-
porated, in response to both the general political 
context and the contributions of tech-activists, who 
also evolved: from putting together the first inter-
nal spaces for participation and debate (tools like 
Reddit, Loomio, etc.) to designing decision-making 
mechanisms (for example Iniciativas Ciudadanas 
Podemos).
Techno-political discourse/innovation frames: 
In some ways, the incorporation of the innovations 
proposed by social movements to institutions is me-
diated by a series of discourses and frames. The dif-
fusion of these innovations relies on the prevalence 
of the right diagnostic and prognostic frames (Snow 
and Benford 1988). The interviewees agree that 
technological environments are an opportunity for 
activism, both within and outside institutions. Recent 
research suggests that there is nothing inherently 
democratic in digital communication technologies, 
because parties and governments often use alleg-
edly emancipatory technologies in order to control 
activism (Morozov 2012; Treré 2016). Spanish activ-
ists, however, believe that the window of opportunity 
created by new technologies depends on the techni-
cal characteristics of the digital space, which remains 
open to citizen participation.
“The structure of the internet guarantees its neutral-
ity; it is a paradigm of possibility for minorities.” (Inter-
view, Ahora Madrid)
“New technologies have played a crucial role in this 
process. Before, it was impossible to put a message 
across, get people together, converge, because 
the [traditional] media were controlled by economic 
groups.” (Interview, Partido X/Zaragoza en Común)
This arrives at a merger of technical and political 
approaches:
“The use that one makes of technology cannot be 
disregarded from the style of politics we want to put 
forward.” (Interview, Ahora Madrid)
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Politics and technology become so entangled that 
the form of organization of post-15M parties was almost 
software-like, as reflected in a recurrent metaphor:
“An organization is like a metaphor for a computer 
program, with different tasks, libraries, etc. A political 
party is like a pad, an example of or metaphor for 
collaborative organization … Traditionally, processes 
were begun by a single person; now it is open to 
everyone; the regulations are written in common. It 
is a shift of political paradigm” (Interview, Partido X/
Zaragoza en Común)
In this way, technology was the channel of discon-
tent, the magic pot that turned disillusionment into 
mobilization and faith:
“It was like magic; we took advantage of the moment 
… a convergence of people, timing and place, and 
that something that was there, and… presto! The 
spark goes off … but this can only happen if the situ-
ation is ripe …there must be faith in technology, the 
wisdom to know that it is going to make it easier for 
those parties. You have to trust and use it with no 
fear.” (Interview, Partido X/Zaragoza en Común)
This ushers in a new time, the time of new politics 
inaugurated by 15M and continued by the new par-
ties (Ardanuy and Labuske 2015: 96).10 We might say 
that this is the identity frame (or the identity compo-
nent of the collective action frame [Gamson 1992]) 
along with the prognosis, because only one way is 
left open for political action.
“Technologies had an influence on 15M, they were 
key for its success, the dissemination of new politics 
… Old politics, new politics and new technologies run 
parallel. There is a relationship; that it is a causal re-
lationship, I wouldn’t dare to say; but there is mutual 
influence, a circular causality.” (Interview, Partido X/
Zaragoza en Común)
“15M could not have happened without tech-activists ... 
The percentage of people in the square who came from 
that techno-political world was very high. There was a 
moment when hackers started inhabiting self-managed 
spaces, and that created new possibilities for activism.” 
(Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid-city council)
“At that time I joined Equo; I wanted to move on from 
street protest and get closer to positions of power. 
I started looking for new ways to do things. There 
were annoying habits that reminded you of the old 
style, the way meetings were handled; there was no 
openness, no transparency etc. I did not want people 
who were a minority to win decisions by sheer satura-
tion. We all had the impression that we needed digital 
tools ... There were many things that needed chang-
ing and we started seeking ways to do it. We realized 
that this could make a real difference, going beyond 
traditional dynamics of left-wing parties.” (Interview, 
Equo/Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
The general forecast is that an era has started in 
which digital participation mechanisms and the asso-
ciated democratic innovations will add value to poli-
tics (cf. Treré 2016). 
“The digital participation processes that have been 
set in motion are not as big as we would’ve wanted, 
but they do follow the idea of doing things collabo-
ratively, all citizens together … Even the voting and 
counting systems in the primary elections is not ca-
pricious, but responds to the wish to give minorities a 
voice without upsetting the proportionality principle. It 
is the best system to date.” (Interview, Ahora Madrid)
“Technology makes it possible to collaborate with no 
time constraints, in a much more social way. It fo-
ments more extensive and profound forms of col-
laboration. Without new technologies our relationship 
is limited to when we see each other. We can attain 
a deeper and wider relationship through technology, 
because it’s not necessary for us to be together in 
the same place” (Interview, Partido X/Zaragoza en 
Común)
“Participation always means taking away power from 
those who have it. Real participation is taking power 
away from representatives. And not all of them are 
willing to let it go. Even within Municipalism. Binding 
participation processes must be introduced; a dis-
tributed process must decide what to do, not a rep-
resentative. That’s the challenge.” (Interview, Equo/
Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
In some cases, appeals are made to so-called “col-
lective intelligence,” (or “collective thought”) one of 
the key values in the concept of deliberative democ-
racy put forth by 15M (Romanos 2011), and which, in 
the opinion of tech-activists, is the reason behind the 
power of recent democratic innovations:
“Collective intelligence is beyond consensus; it is not 
a matter of agreeing but of putting as many ideas to-
gether as possible and doing something with them so 
they can succeed. It is neither immediate nor easy. 
We have to develop ways to make this work. The 
people will decide which ideas are worth pursuing.” 
(Interview, Podemos/Ahora Madrid)
discussion And conclusions
In this article we have tried to analyze the notion of 
“democratic innovation” on the basis of a case study: 
the role played in Spain by grassroots tech-activism 
in the post-15M cycle and its involvement in the new 
political parties thereof. A dialogue with the theories 
which focus on new forms of political participation has 
also been attempted. So-called “latent participation” 
forms (Amnå and Ekman 2014) nurtured by social 
movements become sort of “democratic innovations” 
(Talpin 2015) when a favorable sociopolitical context 
and other environmental conditions exist, specifically 
the opportunity for tech activists to work as external 
collaborators with parties and city councils that trust 
in the democratic potential of political mobilization 
from above. Some of the 15M tech-activists collabo-
rated with new political parties and institutions, facili-
tating the transition of practices and political cultures, 
though this was not without resistance. These activ-
ists, therefore, acted as “bridges” (Heaney and Rojas 
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2014), helping the penetration of the democratic in-
novations described by Talpin (2015) into the political 
parties and the institutions.
This article has focused on innovations based on 
digital participation and on how tech-activists tried 
to adapt their participation devices to the emerging 
political parties. Research on the implementation of 
democratic innovation in political institutions as de-
manded by the anti-globalization movement demon-
strates that the organization of civil society groups 
and organizations can affect their strategies and ac-
tion repertoires: The more participative they are, the 
less willing they are to cooperate with state institu-
tions, also in connection with democratic innovations 
(Talpin 2015). Similarly, the larger and more profes-
sionalized they are, the harder it will be for them to 
interact with institutions. Our research broadens the 
focus even further and incorporates other factors 
that also help to explain the adoption of democratic 
innovations by political institutions. Experts in ICTs 
who had taken part in 15M and who joined some of 
the emerging parties and electoral coalitions tried to 
bring with them new online participation formats and 
deliberative digital devices. However, the adoption of 
these mechanisms by new parties was not automatic, 
but depended on a series of variables. We have tried 
to examine the discourse of these activists in order 
to determine the meanings and dimensions behind 
these democratic innovations, namely: the status of 
these activists with regard to the party (outside/in-
side); the scope of innovations (instrumental/structur-
al); duration (short term for unconventional collective 
action/pace of operation of parties and institutions); 
the control of democratic innovations (from a move-
ment’s horizontalism to certain party hierarchy); and 
finally the diagnostic and prognostic frames associ-
ated to techno-politics (which distinguish between 
the new and the old). 
The analysis of the interviews can be used to 
draw a synthetic map of the characteristics of the 
democratic innovations and participative models in-
troduced by the tech-activists. Specifically, we are 
interested in some of the factors highlighted by the 
interviewees, which are revealing in terms of the way 
in which these processes transition between social 
movements and institutions. 
Based on this, our conclusion is that some of the 
innovations that emerged from the Spanish social 
movements associated with 15M were assumed by 
the new political parties when certain conditions con-
verged. These factors determined the tech-activists’ 
perception of their own role and the way they inter-
acted with the environment. We are largely referring 
to innovations related to debate, deliberation and de-
cision-making tools (Appgree, Loomio, Reddit, etc.). 
The incorporation of these devices into the operation 
of political parties depends on the position occupied 
by tech-activists within the parties, the control mech-
anisms implemented by the parties, the duration and 
timing of the relationship between the tools and the 
party, the willingness to extend deliberative experi-
ments, and the associated interpretative frames. 
However, one should avoid thinking that techno-
logical activists can generate democratic innova-
tions automatically or easily. Our analysis shows 
the conditions of reception and interaction between 
social movements and political parties to be very rel-
evant in this regard. The degree of authoritarianism 
and hierarchical rigidity of the political parties with 
which the movements interact is important, in addi-
tion to their electoral expectations and level of con-
solidation and institutionalization. Indeed, Podemos 
and Ahora Madrid showed a different level of interest 
and receptiveness to the proposals put forward by 
technological activists: more instrumental and lim-
ited in the former while more structural and broad in 
the latter, as indicated by the activists interviewed. 
Other contextual variables should be considered 
such as the political opportunity structure or the dif-
ferent types of institutional governance. Let us bear 
in mind that opportunities in this case do not only 
apply to the emergence of unconventional forms of 
collective action, but also to the generation of alli-
ances and the transcending of institutional spaces. 
In this sense, the mixture of political opportunity and 
governance style could be referred to as democratic 
innovation opportunities structure. 
The kind of tech-activism that it is being dealt 
with and how it is interwoven with social move-
ments should also be considered. As a matter of 
fact, democratic innovations are not evenly adopted 
across the board, and a progressive, step-by-step 
Democratic innovations (digital participation)
Status (position of tech-activists) Exterior (temporary collaboration) Interior (membership)
Control (of tech-activism) Up>down (managed from the organization) Down>Up (open and managed by the people themselves)
Duration/Timing Short term Long term
Scope Limited, instrumental, tendentious, contained Non-limited, structural, overflowing
Techno-political/ Frame Old politics New politics
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model could be developed. We can apply Mergel 
and Bretschneider’s (2013) model concerning the 
adoption of the social media by the administration, 
which establishes three different stages: i) informal 
experimentation, ii) first regulation and adoption and 
iii) formalized social media strategies and policies. 
We may say that most social movements are situat-
ed at the level of informal experimentation, but 15M 
tech-activists have been able to reach the two upper 
levels. The adoption process of democratic and digi-
tal innovations relies on the action of entrepreneurs 
(tech-activists) to carry it through the different stages 
in order to evolve from decentralized, informal and 
early experimentation to the institutionalization and 
consolidation of digital participation.
The participation and deliberation tools used by 
new parties in Spain seek a stronger involvement of 
the public in horizontal and democratic processes 
(Romanos and Sádaba 2015). Even if statistically it 
is not always clear that the parties’ supporters and 
the general public are using these tools extensively, 
they always appear prominently in the public dis-
course. For example, the so-called “Ayuntamientos 
por el cambio” (Councils for Change, i.e. councils in 
the hands of post-15M parties) have specific offices 
for participation, transparency and open government. 
Those in charge of these areas regard new technolo-
gies as an integral part of the institutional structure, 
which generates resources and promotes democratic 
participation and deliberation. In doing so, they may 
reproduce “an ideological orientation” which Ger-
baudo (2014) has labeled “Populism 2.0”. The prin-
ciples of interactivity, openness and directness which 
dominate the “ideology of social media” are thus 
transferred to the political arena, where the new po-
litical parties, and their use of new digital tools, pre-
sent themselves as the solution to the public demand 
for transparency, accountability and proximity, which 
have been disregarded by the traditional parties. 
Recent case studies have analyzed the relationship 
between this kind of parties – i.e. recently created 
parties with a similar outlook on new technologies – 
and digital technologies in other countries. They have 
demonstrated that the theory and the practice – the 
myth of digital democracy and the real effects of the 
use of these, allegedly liberating, technologies – do 
not always go together. A good example is the 5 Star 
Movement of comedian-turned-politician Beppe Grillo 
in Italy. Treré and Barassi (2015: 287) have claimed 
that “the digital rhetoric of horizontality, lack of leader-
ship, and spontaneity of the party is used to mask, 
facilitate and reinforce the authority of Beppe Grillo as 
a political leader, thus forging a new type of authori-
tarianism that is supported and legitimated through 
the everyday construction of digital discourse.” 
In this sense, further research can focus on the 
evolution of 15M’s “democratic innovations”. The 
digital participation mechanisms promoted by tech-
activists and implemented by the new parties under 
the motto “The people will decide” might also have 
unexpected, and not always desirable or democratic, 
consequences. The focus on the procedures tends 
to forget and blur the social conditions under which 
technological participation led to legitimate demo-
cratic transformations. The intensive participation of 
tech-activists in the construction of the digital struc-
tures which sustain participation- and deliberation-
fostering democratic innovations may stand as a 
barrier against authoritarian tendencies in the Span-
ish case. These activists not only pose democratic 
demands of the new parties and institutions, but are 
also acting as a kind of safety net for democratic in-
novations, counteracting (“hacking”) attempts at di-
recting democratic processes by those who have 
more power within parties and institutions. We shall 
see who wins this struggle.
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1. Underlying this culture there is a strong sense of pre-
figuration, understood as a strategy for social change 
based on the consistency between means and ends. 
This is, once again, linked to Anarchism. Although 
considered by some an invention of the 1968 protests, 
prefiguration features in Anarchist theory from an early 
stage: Bakunin and his followers forecasted the ar-
rival of a future society, the “embryo” of which must 
be the Workers’ International. Anarchist constructive 
projects created in parallel to workers’ associationism, 
related to education, culture and information, also pre-
figure a model of the antiauthoritarian, free and non-
hierarchized social model pursued by its organizations, 
groups and activists (Romanos 2013).
2. Indeed, “PPSOE” and “PSOE, PP, la misma mierda 
es” [PSOE, PP, they are the same shit] were among 
the most popular slogans in the anti-austerity protests 
(Basteiro 2013).
notes
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